Marketing of Public Transport and Public Transport Information Provision  by Ibraeva, Anna & Sousa, João Figueira de
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  162 ( 2014 )  121 – 128 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of PANAM 2014.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.12.192 
 
XVIII Congreso Panamericano de Ingeniería de Tránsito, Transporte y Logística (PANAM 2014) 
 
Marketing of public transport and public transport information 
provision 
 
Anna Ibraeva, João Figueira de Sousa
 
Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Universidade Nova de Lisboa, Avenida de Berna, 26-C, Lisbon, 1069-061, Portugal 
E-Geo Research Centre for Geography and Regional Planning, Universidade Nova de Lisboa, Avenida de Berna, 26-C, Lisbon, 1069-061, 
Portugal 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Increasing levels of car ownership have been causing problems for the governments around the world, particularly in the fields of 
traffic congestion and air pollution. Income growth coupled with the perception that car is the most comfortable means of 
transport resulted in the increase of motor vehicles on the roads and in certain cases this increase is hard to handle. Besides 
general growth in the number of cars on the roads, there is also an issue of their major concentration on a limited territory: in 
urban areas, which nowadays are poles of attraction for migration flows. 
 
A number of measures has been introduced to restrain car use in urban areas, including parking fees, licenses on car ownership 
(the case of Beijing), restrictions on circulation in certain hours or zones, etc. However, since mobility is crucial for normal 
functioning of a city, these measures, in spite of being quite successful, should be coupled with favoring alternative means of 
transport, such as cycling, walking or public transport. 
 
Compared to the image of owning a private vehicle, the image of using public transport is relatively poor. As a result of 
marketing efforts of car industry, car is now considered to be one of the most comfortable and fast means of transport and is 
always associated with notions like “freedom” or “control”, even though these notions do not necessarily reflect the mode of car 
use in a congested city. 
 
Taking this into consideration, it seems important to develop marketing of public transport in order to improve the overall i mage 
associated to it, restrain current users from switching to the use of private vehicles and attract new users. There has been a 
number of initiatives in this area which prove that marketing of public transport can be indeed a way of fostering its use. 
 
Public transport information provision is another important factor that can favor people to use public transportation modes. Often 
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potential users are repelled by the lack and/or complexity of information about routes and timetables, so providing them with 
easily accessible, trustful sources which show relevant information can attract the clients. Besides, with technical progress and 
widespread use of the Internet, there are much more means of information dissemination available to public transport companies. 
Using them in a coherent way may gradually increase the level of trust in a company and thus foster people to rely on public 
transportation modes. 
 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of PANAM 2014. 
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1. Introduction 
 
     Recently there has been a significant rise in car-ownership rates in many countries what resulted in a number of 
problems, connected with traffic and quality of life, and necessity to reduce the level of automobile use. At the same 
time, major concentration of vehicles on a specific area (in urban agglomerations) is likely to increase as well since 
cities’ population is growing. These trends are particularly evident in Asian countries, for example, in 2010 in 
Beijing about 66 000 new cars were registered every month, forcing the government to cut down on the issuance of 
new licenses. This action may be regarded as an example of a hard measure aimed to slow down the increase in car- 
ownership, however, the authorities should not limit themselves to hard measures only since mobility is a crucial 
factor for city’s development and economic growth. Thus to keep city vital municipalities should not only restrict the 
use of private vehicle but also offer and promote an alternative: public transport, and, naturally, the eventual choice 
of a resident between these options depends greatly on the quality of public transport service. However, despite the 
fact that the quality of the service has primordial importance for potential client, the image of it and availability of 
information about it is also relevant. 
 
In many countries, for example, in the USA, a car is part of the lifestyle and apart from its basic functions 
produces a certain image of its owner and is associated with liberty. Creating a positive image of a car is extremely 
important for car industry: in 2009, main car producers spent $21 billion for advertising, including General Motors, 
which spent $3,2 billion (EMBARQ-Brasil, 2011) Taking this into consideration, transport companies should also 
promote their service to be competitive in the market, to retain existing clients and attract new customers. 
 
The aim of this article is to reveal main principles of marketing of public transport by analyzing specific examples 
and to define the conditions for a successful marketing campaign of public transport. Apart from this, since the 
attractiveness of a service is partially determined by availability of information about it, information provision on 
public transport and its role is to be studied as well. 
 
2. Principles of public transport marketing 
 
There is a number of difficulties in applying marketing instruments to public transport due to specific features of 
this service. Since resources of transport systems are limited, strategies that aim to largely increase the number of 
clients can lead to a situation when public transport will not be able to handle properly fast and sharp increase, 
especially in rush-hours and in this scenario marketing strategy can harm the perception of the service. In these 
circumstances, it would be  more reasonable to start with a less aggressive short-term strategy with the objective to 
retain existing clients and promote better service for them, whereas ambitious strategies made to attract car drivers to 
public transport should be accompanied by major improvements in the quality of service or new infrastructure plans. 
To sum up, transport system should be ready to a significant growth in passenger numbers. However, public 
transport companies, having important social role and limited budgets, sometimes cannot afford the introduction of 
new products or service modification. 
 
Apart from this, in the case of public transport the composition of potential clients is extremely varied and 
includes aged people, students, teenagers, all of them having different lifestyles, habits, needs and different reasons 
for travelling (work trips, leisure or shopping trips). Moreover, they use different channels of information, so should 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
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be addressed in different ways. Thus sometimes targeted marketing campaigns which presume various branches of 
promotion for various groups of customers can be more efficient, considering that different customer groups do not 
react in the same way to changes in the service. For example, it was observed that changes in price do not have 
much influence on the number of people choosing public transport for work trips: in Bolton price reduction by 21% 
did not impulse people to leave their cars for work trips in favor of public transport, but when price reduction was 
accompanied by service improvements, especially better frequency (case of Boston, Philadelphia), the number of 
passengers opting for public transport as means to get to the workplace increased, so the level of comfort is 
important for this group. However, when it comes to leisure trips, ticket price turns out to be quite important: in 
New York a price increase of 33% resulted in 14,6% fall in the number of trips between 7 and 11 pm. In the same 
way aged people are sensitive to price fluctuations: in Los Angeles a price reduction by 33,5% provoked a 24% rise 
in the number of aged passengers (Morgan and Jones, 1975).  
 
Recently there have also been examples of personalized marketing applied to public transport. The case of 
Vancouver may serve as an example of personalized marketing since it presumes more individual approach to each 
client or potential customer. In 2004 Translink (transport company in Great Vancouver) together with the metro of 
Vancouver and local authorities started TravelSmart project (tried out earlier in the USA and Europe). The obje ctive 
of TravelSmart was to promote alternative transport modes and to reduce the use of private vehicles.   Six city 
districts were chosen (both central and not) where 31%-36% of population were not using public transportation 
modes but wanted to receive information about it. During the campaign the residents could choose the type of 
materials they wanted to receive (timetables, route maps, maps of pedestrian routes, etc.). After the residents could 
mark an appointment with TravelSmart representatives (which were riding bikes to follow campaign’s image). In 
the end of the campaign private vehicle use decreased by 8% in the chosen districts, number of pedestrians and 
public transport passengers increased by 12% and the number of cyclists by 33%. 
 
It should be also mentioned that “traditional” marketing of products is based on promoting their direct benefits, 
whereas marketing of public transport can also use its complementary benefits, like being environmentally friendly, 
in marketing campaigns. Public transport uses 4 times less energy per passenger than car (UITP, 2004), so 
strategies which highlight this fact can attract attention of potential clients. For example, car-free days, organized in 
many cities around the world aim to show to car drivers alternative transportation modes which harm less the 
environment, giving a possibility to try it. During the car-free day in Strasbourg public transport company was 
offering free daily tickets to the residents and information brochures. In Cologne local municipality in partnership 
with public transport company was giving free breakfasts to people who came to work by public transport during the 
car-free day. 
 
Another example of public transport promotion by event organization is Metlink Great Transport Race, taking 
place in April and May in Melbourne, Australia. During this event students from local schools and from neighboring 
towns try to win a competition using buses, trams and trains. In 2009 320 students participated in the event, thus 
learning more about the service and using public transport independently. Metlink is now trying to develop this idea 
by attracting private companies to it. 
 
It is obvious that service improvements accompanied by marketing strategy are more likely to attract new clients. 
For example, in Perth, Scotland, transport company started a marketing company with introduction of low-floor 
buses. At the same time local authorities installed more bus stops and guaranteed public transport priority in the city. 
Generally, since shift to public transportation modes is beneficial for the community as a whole lowering the levels 
of traffic on the roads, municipalities should cooperate with transport companies for better promotion. Marketing 
strategy for Perth included advertisement, interviews with potential clients by telephone and free-ride offers. In the 
result, two years after the campaign an increase of 56% in the number of passengers was registered together with a 
tendency of the residents to shift from private vehicle to public transportation. 
 
Similar situation was revealed in Buckinghamshire, where public transport company, having improved the 
service did not manage to attract desirable number of clients and decided to develop a marketing strategy, which 
succeeded to raise the number of bus journeys by 42% in a year (Caims et al., 2004). 
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3. De-marketing the car 
 
Studies of motives for car ownership show that apart from functional benefits that private vehicle provides, there 
is a number of complementary and more abstract factors that influence on person’s decision to buy a car. Judging by 
the way car is promoted, it is evident that a car has also a symbolic role. According to Steg (Steg, 2005), marketing 
campaigns from car producers normally contain connotations of control, force, social status and self-esteem. For 
many people car is means of self-expression and a journey by car is associated with symbolic concepts and 
affection. 
 
Steg divides motives for car use in 3 categories: 
 
x  Instrumental (connected with comfort that car guarantees, speed and possibility to use it at any moment) 
x  Symbolic (car as a tool to self-express and show social status) 
x  Affective (connected with emotions car driving provokes) 
 
Nowadays existing strategies of de-marketing the car aim to show negative aspects of car ownership, for 
example, the price of maintenance, or to dispel the image of a car created by advertisements, thus trying to diminish 
the force of affective connotations and discourage people from buying a private vehicle or using it on a regular 
basis. It is important to alter the model of car use: from a universal transportation mode usually used for all types of 
journeys, car should be used in exceptional cases when it is really needed. 
 
Probably, the first example of de-marketing of a car 
appeared in England in the 1980-ies with a series of TV 
commercials showing a train rapidly passing by a 
congested motorway. Now examples of this campaigns 
are more numerous, like one of the pages of 
TravelSmart site shows price and components of car 
maintenance. Figure 1 is another case of de- marketing 
the car as it associates the use of a car with obesity and 
traffic jams. 
                                                                                        Fig. 1. Poster in the area of Greater Manchester 
 
4. Branding of public transport 
 
     Branding is essential because it provides a transport company with a possibility to create common image for a 
range of products, to show its identity and to be represented as a unified producer on the marketplace. Branding 
objective is to distinguish an organization (or enterprise), product or service in order to retain or raise the number of 
consumers and create conditions for communication with target market. Complex of branding measures allows to 
identify a product or service, attach desired values or image to it and to communicate with the market using 
promotion, advertising, and design.   Branding fundamental components include name, color (or combination of 
colors) and logotype appear on buses, bus stops, websites, etc. 
 
    Since in a number of countries large part of population can choose between public transport and private vehicle, 
the conditions for transport companies are similar to those of free market, so they should also elaborate and develop 
communication platforms for their customers and constantly improve them. When a brand is corresponding to 
consumers’ expectations, they start to trust it and to feel more confident in its new products or service, what makes 
their attitude to the company better. Generally transport companies want to be perceived as “modern, reliable, 
convenient and comfortable” (EMBARQ-Brasil, 2011) however, sometimes market studies reveal additional values 
that consumers expect which later are added to the initially proposed values. 
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In certain cases when public attitude to existing brand is strongly negative it is reasonable to develop a 
new      brand. In York (Canada) local transport company contracted a promotion agency to conduct a market 
research and develop new marketing strategy. The research revealed that public opinion about transport company 
was extremely negative so it was decided to promote new service as an alternative to those that already exist with 
a slogan “Uniquely great transit”. Having made a number of focus groups and telephone interviews, a new product 
name “VIVA BRT” was invented. Two years after the introduction of the new service research showed high 
levels (100%) of brand recognition even among people who do not normally use public transport. Soon after this 
successful campaign all products and serviced offered by York transport company were united under “VIVA” 
brand. 
 
In other cases when consumers’ attitude to existing brand 
is generally positive it makes sense to attach new service to 
existing brand, as it happened in the case of Los Angeles 
metro. Before the re-branding the level of brand’s recognition 
constituted 83%, so it was not necessary to create a totally 
new brand but at the same time re-branding was needed since 
company’s attempts to promote itself did not result: the image 
seemed to be unnoticeable and people seldom paid attention 
to it. 
                                                                                                           Fig. 2. Los Angeles metro before and after the re-branding  
 
After the re-branding company’s logotype was changed (Figure 2), a single corporate font and communication 
voice was introduced, also route maps were improved. As a result, the percentage of people who evaluated 
negatively the service dropped down from 27% to 12%, 78% of clients claimed that the service had been improved 
and 88% told that company’s image became much better. In addition to that the number of people who, in spite of 
having a private vehicle, choose public transport increased by 12% (from 24% to 36%). 
 
To sum up, successful branding presumes deep market research, creation of company’s identity which 
distinguishes it from other similar companies and introduction of common design for all products, as well as 
promotion of service’s benefits, including security, reliability, speed, comfort. 
 
5. Information provision on public transport 
 
According to Embarq-Brasil, information provision on public transport are different elements applied to transport 
system with the aim to ease navigation for passengers independently from their capacities, age or literacy level. 
 
In a number of cases due to various reasons transport companies are reluctant in providing information about 
their service. Some companies to believe that residents already know about their products anyway, others may think 
that detailed information is not necessary because a client can always ask a driver or company’s representative for it 
if needed. Another reason for not making information accessible may be low performance of a firm which results in 
poor image and fear that giving information about service when it is not provided efficiently may further spoil 
clients’ attitude. Frequently transport companies provide information about their service by voice messages inside 
buses or on bus stops, however, these measures are not efficient in attracting car drivers to public transport since 
normally they do not use it, thus being confined from the information offered there. 
 
However, disseminating information about products is extremely important and an experiment conducted on a 
railway service between Liverpool and Chester confirms it. This railway line was chosen because at that time, in 
contrast to other lines, there was no bus service that could offer same route, so more frequent use of this line could 
be explained by increase in the number of trips or new passengers. The objective of the experiment was to measure 
the effect of information dissemination and reveal how it influences on the number of trips. Two stations (Port 
Sunlight and Spital) were chosen with information about price reduction by 29% presented differently on each. At 
the station of Port Sunlight dissemination was quite modest (a number of posters was put on the spot), whereas at 
Spital information provision included posters and brochures spread in residential areas. Later an increase of 15,6%  
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in the number of passengers was registered at Port Sunlight, while at Spital the corresponding number increased by 
39,7% (Morgan and Jones, 1975). 
 
Brand is relevant in information provision because when company’s routes and products are united by a single 
brand and are visually similar, it makes navigation easier for the passengers. On the contrary, when it is difficult to 
find or understand information about a service, people tend to use it less.  
 
Service improvements can attract more clients when they are informed about changes introduced. Information 
about public transport allows to plan and make a trip easier, thus making public transport more comfortable. This 
refers to, for example, the introduction of real-time information displays. With these devices installed near bus stops 
people feel like spending less time waiting, also because they know how much time they have before the bus and 
can spend it the way they want. Besides, the displays are quite popular: 80%-100% of passengers consult them 
(Dziekan and Kottenhoff, 2007). After the installation of real-time information screens in the metro of Stockholm 
97% of passengers claimed they liked this new service. At the same time, people feel calm and trust more to the 
service on bus stops equipped with this system, sometimes they even have more will to pay. 
 
Despite the fact that information is becoming more and more accessible, it is not clear whether it can change the 
general travelling mode of passengers, because they normally tend to use same transportation mode without 
thinking about possible alternatives, and car drivers, in case car is not available, usually choose main 
transportation modes (like train) as well. 
 
When travelling by car, people feel control over the trip, but it is not like this with public transport: in this 
situation a person often has to make changes or use different transportation companies, which frequently have 
various information sources. Since transport companies are numerous and each one of them has its own 
communication platform, people are confused about it. In the majority of cases people have information about local 
service but do not know what is offered in other places beyond their area. Besides, there are people who decided to 
change their residence, and they constitute a specific group which should be addressed because if they are not 
provided with information about transport service in their new location, they are likely to continue the use of car 
which they are accustomed to. So transport companies should develop cooperation with local authorities, real estate 
agencies and moving, giving them information about their services in order to reach potential customers.  In 
unfamiliar environment people should be provided with general information about transport service in the area from 
different transport companies to show the whole system and provide them with choice. 
 
Generally  passengers  are  worried  about  their  particular  journey,  so  personalized  information  about  their 
particular route may ease the use of public transport. Mobile applications can be very useful in this case and they are 
becoming  more  and  more  popular  (mobile  application  from  Melbourne  (Australia)  transport  company  is 
downloaded around 4040 times a week (Metlink, 2009)). Providing information on a website is cheaper than 
maintenance of a call center, however, it should not be neglected that certain parts of population (like aged people) 
may not have access to the internet or may not know how to use it. 
 
The problem for transport companies nowadays is the necessity to address 
to people with different abilities and habits: apart from aged people, there are 
disabled people, foreigners who do not speak the language of a country, etc., 
so wise dissemination demands good knowledge of target market. In 
Melbourne local transport company Metlink conducted a research which 
showed that 50% of its clients were using the company’s official website to 
plan a trip, what forced Metlink to pay more attention to its online 
resources. Apart from this, the company also made a guide book about its 
products in 15 languages. Such modern services, apart from making trip 
planning easier, at the same time promote better image of a company and its 
products.
 
Fig. 3. New pedestrian map of London  
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Sometimes providing better information about a particular mode of dislocation can impulse its use and thus 
correct some weak sides of city’s transport system. In London new maps (Figure 3) designed for pedestrians 
show what places a person can reach by foot in a delimited period of time (about 20 minutes). The maps are made in 
a special way that facilitates navigation, for example, instead of using classic North-South, East-West orientation, 
maps are showing the direction in which a person is looking to and buildings are shown in 3D models, thus it is 
much easier for a pedestrian to find his or her location on the map. Besides, new signs were introduced on the 
pavement, also aimed to orientate people and  facilitate  their route. These measures favor walking, reduce the 
number of people depended from other transportation modes (like metro) and promote sustainable lifestyle. Later 
research showed that walking trips became 16 minutes shorter and pedestrians’ satisfaction with street navigation 
increased by 22%. 
 
 6. Conclusion 
 
Marketing of public transport represents an opportunity for transport companies to promote their products, but 
apart from this, it also has certain positive impact on the consumers, since it creates an image of a company. When 
this company is considered as modern, high-quality service provider, passengers who use it and partially associate 
themselves with it will be more satisfied. Features that are attributed to a service have impact on consumers. If 
service is considered to be dangerous and provided for low-income population only, people will have more desire to 
switch to car use once they have this possibility, especially when car ownership is perceived as a sign of well -being. 
Mechanisms which are functioning in private vehicle promotion are working in public transport advertising as well, 
so if service image is good people may like to be associated with it. However, in the majority of cases, public 
transport has poor image compared to a car, which seems to be much more attractive for consumer, especially when 
transport companies do not make enough effort to develop their marketing strategy. In fact, public transport has many 
positive sides which can be promoted: it is sustainable, sometimes it is faster than car due to traffic jams, and can be 
represented as an independent choice of an intelligent person who values time and prefers it to a car for reason and 
not because it is the only option available. Public transport is frequently perceived as a transportation mode for those 
who cannot afford car, and it is important to change this perception and show public transport as a decent alternative 
to private vehicle.  However, it is a difficult task as car still remains very comfortable means of transport and public 
transport should provide quality service to narrow the gap in the levels of comfort.  At the same time, as it has been 
shown in the examples analyzed above, service improvements without sufficient promotion and marketing may not 
be enough to attract desired numbers of passengers. 
 
In addition to that, since elaboration of a marketing strategy demands profound market research, it may also be an 
instrument of service development because it allows the company to learn more about customers’ needs and 
expectations. 
 
Together with marketing strategies, transport companies should develop information provision systems. 
Sometimes people prefer to use a car because they simply do not know about public transport service in an area. 
 
Generally people tend to use same routes and same transportation modes everyday (for example, for work trips), 
but they encounter difficulties when they have to change this. Public transport systems are normally perceived as 
complicated, especially when it comes to the use of multiple services from different operators, so companies should 
provide customers with coherent information about timetables, stops location and routes. The way this information is 
disseminated has to be varied due to specific needs of different population groups in order to reach more people and 
narrow social gap. 
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